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Managing the Trophy Generation 

By ERIN WHITE
Marcus Buckingham, consultant and co-author of "First, Break All the Rules," advises managers how to run companies better. Now he's also doling out advice to the youngest members of the workforce – 20-something members of Generation Y – in a new book called "The Truth About You." He believes he's uncovered a few myths about these young workers. He spoke with The Journal's Erin White about why the conventional wisdom on Gen Y is wrong – and what that means for managers. Here are edited excerpts:

What are the biggest myths out there about Generation Y?
The conventional wisdom is that they're entitled, but actually it's not true. This is a deeply anxious and insecure generation. Deep down these guys have no real understanding of what it takes to perform. On the surface they look self confident because they waltz into the workplace and say, "I've been working now six weeks in a row, where's my promotion?" Deep down they know that they don't actually know what it takes to win. They've been motivated and rewarded to participate, not to win -- they've got trophies to participate.

What does that mean for people trying to manage them?
One of the most important things you've got to do as a manager when you hire someone is tell them really explicitly why you hired them. You've got to tell them what strengths you saw. You have to tell them why you saw something in them that justifies the job, and then you have to educate them like crazy that the only way to win in life is to find some area where you've got an advantage over someone and exploit it.

What are some of the other myths?
People think they are all about customization. You know, I can customize my avatar on games, and I can customize my iPhone. But actually this group craves structure. They're overscheduled all the way through their school lives, one activity after another, parents floating around catching them when they fall. As a manager you have to standardize the end – the performance outcomes you want -- and then individualize the method. They like individualizing the method, but you've got to standardize the outcome with massive clarity.
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[Also] this is a group that craves contact. They crave face-time. This is going to be a problem for companies. You've got to put them in very small groups. They desperately need their friends. Big impersonal companies who put together virtual teams for this generation -- they're a joke. Companies can mistake tech [savvy] for "I don't need contact." These guys need contact way more than Gen Xers do.

What else do managers need to pay attention to?
This is a group that has a craving for efficiency and effectiveness. That's why Google is such a clear screen -- because it's like, "Don't give me all the bells and whistles, don't put all that rubbish, all those features, all over everywhere -- I care just about benefits." It's the conventional wisdom for this group: "Give me benefits or give me nothing." Which sounds like they're pragmatic and down to earth, but they aren't. They might crave effectiveness and efficiency but they have a huge willingness to believe in a grand vision of things -- both themselves and the world. That's an interesting juxtaposition: They need efficiency and effectiveness, but don't mistake that for pragmatism.

What ramifications does that have for managers?
Performance appraisals [for example] fly in the face of both those characteristics -- they're not effective and efficient. For Gen Y, they will be incredibly impatient with the going through the motions of most performance evaluations. Second, [reviews are] banal and retrospective. This generation doesn't do retrospective. [They] want to know the future and how to accelerate it.

From a negative standpoint, I worry that this generation is going to overtax the working world – more face-time, more individualization, more frequent weekly check-ins. I'm not sure that companies are ready for that. Though on a good note, this generation will force companies to do what is probably a sensible thing to do -- namely it will force them to take their strengths seriously.

I believe this generation will change the workplace in a way that will benefit everybody. We don't need to manage them differently from everybody else. We actually ought to manage them right, and in managing them right we'll manage everybody right.

Write to Erin White at erin.white@wsj.com 
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